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L E T T E R  F R O M  T H E  D I R E C T O R  

 
January 1, 2020 ð December 31, 20 20 

 
 

May 30, 2021 

 

Dear Community Members and Public Health Partners,   

 

2020 will stand out in nearly every personõs memory across the globe for its impact on oneõs 

life. The impact of the 2019-2020 COVID-19 pandemic touched each personõs life in one way 

or another regardless of political affiliation or geographic residence, whether it was from the 
health impact to oneself or loved ones, financial impact of the pandemic, influence on oneõs life 

pursuits or career endeavors, changes to interpersonal relationships, or more. 

 

The impact of the coronavirus pandemic to Public Health is clear ð it raised awareness of the 

important role Public Health plays in disease mitigation and prevention. Locally, our health 

department was challenged more than it has ever been since I began at Bayfield County over a 

decade ago. This year, the department played a pivotal role in providing public information to 

our communities ð both citizens and local decisionmakers ð so that they could make informed 

choices. Our staff were involved in issuing quarantine or self-isolation orders to those exposed 

or sick with COVID-19 ð a task we very seldomly did prior to 2020. All staff, regardless of job 

title, were involved in the pandemic 

response in one way or another. Our work 

in Public Health was both glorified and 

criticized in the media ð a place where we 

were not used to being highlighted in non-

pandemic years. 

 

Rather than focus on key highlights of 

2020 in this welcome letter,  I would  

like to first express my gratitude.  

 

I want to take a moment to thank a few 

individuals and groups for their key support 

during 2020. First, I want to thank the 

health department staff, who were so 

dedicated and motivated to support the 

public health efforts including constant communication with schools, civic organizations, public 

health partners, business owners, community members, and more. I have been fortunate to 

work with this group of professionals who have shared their expertise and skills during a time 

of crisis. Their work was not always easy and not always popular ð but they continued their 

work out of dedication to keep our communities healthy and well and to protect our most 
vulnerable members of society.  
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Second, I want to thank our community members. I am so proud to live in Bayfield County and 

be a part of this greater community. We experienced so much expression of support from our 

local citizens that helped to motivate and spur us on despite the occasional negative feedback. It 

was also simply breathtaking the number of local groups and citizens who became involved in 

helping make fabric masks for community members and public health employees as well as 

those who donated extra personal protective equipment to healthcare 

providers when they faced critical shortages. I knew our community 

was welcoming, but I never imagined the depth of its generosity 

and kindness in the face of a challenge. There are far too many 

names to mention here ð but I feel indebted to you all. 

 

Third, I want to express thanks to our Bayfield County Board 
of Health members and County Board Supervisors. We 

knew even before our number of positive COVID-19 cases 

began to peak that as a small department we would need 

additional resources ð whether that be materials or person-

hours. Our Board of Health and County Board provided 

guidance and direction during the pandemic that was pivotal 

to the Health Department, and they advocated for and helped 

provide additional staffing and resources to support the 

increased caseload for Public Health. This support and level of 

involvement was instrumental in the pandemic response for our 

agency.  

 

Lastly, I want to emphasize how important it is to have local plans in place for emergencies and 

disasters. Our level of community partnerships and coordination in light of other disasters - 

such as the Germann Road Fire in 2013 or flash flooding and major road outages in 2016 and 

2018 across the entire County - are major strengths that, in my opinion, helped us during 2020 

for the pandemic response. We need to continue to talk to fellow community members, to 

know our neighbors and how to reach them in emergencies, and to plan with local partners for 

other potential emergencies. This level of communication and readiness will make us more 

resilient as a community to respond to the next disaster. 

 

 

 

Stay Healthy & Well! 

Sara Wartman 
Health Director/Health Officer 

Bayfield County Health Department 
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BAYFIELD COUNTY HEALTH 

DEPARTMENT  

Our Mission:   
To protect and promote the health and 

environment of Bayfield County. 
 

Our Vision:   
Healthy people, communities, and environment 

for a superior Bayfield County. 
 

 

PURPOSE:  

 
Bayfield County Health Department completes annual reports as required by Wisconsin Statutes, 

Chapter 251.06(3)(h).  The department uses the annual report to track progress of identified 

program outcomes and health priorities. 

 

OVERVIEW & FUNCTION:  

 
The Health Departmentõs role is to promote 

health and prevent disease and injury. 

Wisconsin State Statue 251 outlines the 

responsibility and authority of the local health 

department and is the primary statute the 

health department operates under. Acting as 

an agent for the State of Wisconsin, the 

Environmental Health programõs primary role 
is inspection, licensing and code enforcement. 

This program is located under Wisconsin 

State Statue 254.  

 

Bayfield County Health Department (BCHD) 

offers a variety of programs and services. 

Examples of public health programs include 

the Immunization, Maternal and Child Health, 

Prenatal Home Visiting, Childhood Lead, and 

Women, Infants and Children (WIC), Food 
Figure 4:  10 Essential Public Health Services Wheel 
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and Water Safety, and Alcohol and Other Drug Addiction (AODA) programs. BCHD operates 

a Certified Environmental Health Water Lab that runs bacteria and nitrate tests on public and 

private well water. We partner with UW-Oshkosh Laboratory for nitrite lab sampling and 

laboratory supplies, and with Northland College for environmental waste destruction and 

research. We contract with the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (DNR) to do 

transient non-community well testing in Washburn and Taylor Counties in addition to testing 

wells in Bayfield County, which has expanded the depth of our Environmental Health program 

and increased Environmental Health revenue. 

 

PROGRAMS &  SERVICES: 
 

Bayfield County Health Department has several umbrella programs, including: 

 

1. Communicable Disease Surveillance and Investigation 

2. Public Health Nursing 

3. Family Planning & Reproductive Health Program 

4. Environmental Health 

5. Emergency Preparedness Planning 

6. Women, Infants and Children (WIC) Program 

7. Bayfield County Wellness Program 

8. Alcohol & Other Drug Addiction Program 

 

In recent years, Oral Health would have been an additional 

umbrella program for Bayfield County Health Department. 
However, with recent funding changes in the State of 

Wisconsin for fluoride supplement and fluoride mouthrinse 

programs to local health departments, the extent of this 

program has shifted to mostly referral for services and care. 

 

Typically, our annual report would highlight all of the major accomplishments and programmatic 

reach for each of the above programs. Due to the COVID pandemic, not all programs were 

well-functioning during 2020. Most external meetings for coalition work and partnership to 

address issues such as drug addiction issues ceased or moved to a remote platform when 

possible; plans to host documentary showings or concerts to bring people together to talk 

about these difficult topics had to be canceled. Reproductive Health and Family Planning related 

activities were largely referred to primary care providers due to the overwhelming demand on 

public health nurse time responding to new positive COVID-19 cases, disease outbreaks, and 

contact tracing. Public Health nursing programs emphasizing prevention and early intervention, 

such as the prenatal and postpartum home visiting programs, simply were not an option based 

on the increased workload on nurses and concerns for the safety and health of vulnerable 

families during the pandemic. Emergency Preparedness Planning was being carried out not in 

theory or tabletop exercises as per usual, but through actual responses to the federal, state and 

locally declared pandemic emergencies.  

 

This year we will highlight major accomplishments and achievements during a year of crisis and 

challenges. 
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A TIMELINE OF EVENTS  

 

January ð February  
 

¶ January 30, 2020, the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 to be a Public 

Health Emergency of International Concern. 

 

 

o February 2020, Bayfield County Health Department held their first staff meeting to 

discuss COVID-19 prevention and planning. Staff began to provide information to the 

public, community partners and other County staff to increase awareness of the novel 

coronavirus, Sars-Co-V-2, which causes the disease COVID-19. 

o February 2020, BCHD staff began outreach to schools regarding COVID-19 and 

reinforced importance of handwashing practices. Began to assemble and distribute Glo 

Germ kits to schools. Posters regarding symptoms of COVID-19 and laminated 

handwashing signs were distributed to businesses and schools across the County. 

o By the end of February, BCHD staff was meeting with the hospital emergency planning 

team to discuss surge capacity of the hospital and begin COVID-19 pandemic planning. 

o BCHD staff began to consider the departmentõs need for personal protective equipment 
(PPE) for the COVID-19 pandemic response. 
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March ð April  
 

¶ March 12, 2020, Governor Tony Evers declared a public health emergency related to 

COVID-19 in Wisconsin. 

¶ March 13, 2020, President Donald Trump proclaimed a National Emergency 

concerning COVID-19. 

¶ March 14, 2020 , the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) granted a 

waiver of the physical presence requirement for the WIC program. 

¶ March 16, 2020, Secretary Andrea Palm issued orders prohibiting mass gatherings of 

50 people or more to reduce the spread of COVID-19. 

¶ March 17, 2020, Secretary Andrea Palm issued orders prohibiting mass gatherings of 

10 people or more to reduce the spread of COVID-19. 

¶ March 18, 2020, Secretary Andrea Palm ordered the closure of all public and private 

Wisconsin schools due to concerns about the spread of COVID-19. 

¶ March 19, 202 0, the Bayfield County Board of Supervisors declared a countywide 

COVID-19 Emergency Declaration. 

¶ March 23, 2020, 332,930 people around the world tested positive for COVID-19, 

including 33,404 in the United States and 416 in Wisconsin. 

¶ March 24, 2020, Secretary Andrea 

Palm issued Emergency Order #12 

òSafer at Home Order,ó that prohibited 

all nonessential travel that went into 

effect on March 25, 2020. 

¶ March 31, 2020, Governor Tony Evers 

requested a presidential disaster 

declaration in response to the COVID-

19 pandemic in Wisconsin. 

¶ April 4, 2020, Wisconsin was granted a 

federal disaster declaration due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

¶ April 7, 2020,  the Office of the 

Governor suspended in-person voting. 

Within hours of this executive order issued by Governor Tony Evers, the Wisconsin 

Supreme Court nullified the order. 

¶ April 9, 2020, the Office of the Governor announced construction of an alternate care 

facility at Wisconsin State Fairgrounds in anticipation of healthcare systems in Wisconsin 

being overwhelmed.  

¶ April 16, 2020, Wisconsinõs òSafer at Home Orderó was renewed on April 16, 2020, 

to go into effect on April 24, 2020, until May 26, 2020.   

¶ April 20, 2020, Wisconsin announced the òBadger Bounce Back Planó with statewide 

COVID-19 prevention strategies to òbox it inó and slow the spread of COVID-19 

including increased testing and contact tracing, and key gating criteria to be able to open 

businesses back up. 
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¶ April 27, 2020, Secretary Andrea Palm issued the òInterim Order to Turn the Dialó 

which identified areas where certain outdoor businesses or low-risk operations could 

resume operations. 

¶ March ð April, across Wisconsin, law enforcement officers, first responders, and other 

public safety workers were advised to assume that everyone they met were positive for 

COVID-19 and take proper precautions using appropriate PPE. 

 

 

o March 13, 2020, the first Bayfield County resident is diagnosed with COVID-19. 

o March 2020, the Bay Area WIC Project transitioned to 100% remote appointments for 

patient and worker health and safety. WIC Telehealth policy revised and updated. 

o Information regarding COVID-19 prevention was distributed to daycares. 

o Public health staff became increasingly involved in meetings with schools to provide 

information and guidance regarding COVID-19 and review school pandemic plans. 

o School health staff were encouraged to regularly communicate with Public Health 

regarding school absenteeism due to illness and the signs and symptoms for ill staff or 

students. A new survey tool was developed to make this process for school illness 

tracking simpler and faster for school personnel. 

o By mid-March, BCHD initiated the Incident Command Structure for the pandemic 

response with Public Health as the lead agency. Assigned roles in ICS for logistics 

section chief, operations section chief, Public Information Officers, etc. 

o Crisis standards for PPE use was initiated at BCHD and recommended to other 
healthcare providers with insufficient PPE supplies.  

o Began meetings with partners in the pandemic response, including County 

Administration, Sheriffõs Office, and Emergency Management.  

o Maintained communication with healthcare, assisted living, and nursing home facilities 

across the County. 

o Continuously reviewed the demand for personal 

protective equipment and other supplies. Assisted 

Emergency Management with PPE requests/delivery 

when able.  

o By the end of March, all County departments were 

encouraged to use remote means of communication 

such as Microsoft Teams calls or meetings, 

telephone, emails, etc. BCHD staff participated in IT 

trainings to quickly learn about new software 

programs and platforms for a virtual work 

environment.  

o By the end of March, a non-profit group of 

volunteers organized as the òChequamegon Bay 

Mask Makersó group began making face masks or 

coverings for healthcare workers to elongate the use 

of N95 masks and to protect members of the 

community. (By May 12th, they had produced over 6,000 masks with the help of over 60 

volunteers!) BCHD worked with this group to distribute masks to communities in need. 
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o BCHD began using an online platform conducive to remote meetings and calls during 

the pandemic response with the knowledge that at some point we would need to move 

to a 100% virtual workforce for continuity of operations during the pandemic. 

o BCHD staff worked on information and guidance for retail businesses, churches, 

schools, lodging facilities, restaurants, campgrounds, and other agencies in light of 

changing COVID-19 situation. Staff created letters and one-page flyers with information 

based off of CDC recommendations for a wide variety of operations that was later 

adapted and used by other health departments across Wisconsin. 

o Coronavirus webpages on County website were developed and continuously updated. 

Facebook page increasingly used for distributing important updates and information. 

o Video updates and daily situational reports regularly published to provide situational 

updates to the public and stakeholders. 

o Fit testing was conducted with all key health personnel ð both nurses and non-nursing 

staff ð who would be expected to be at the frontlines during the pandemic. 

o More stringent cleaning routines began across all Bayfield County Government facilities. 
o òSlow the Curveó messaging introduced to try to prevent overwhelming our local 

hospital capacity. 

o Initiated meetings with other neighboring agencies for a more uniform and cohesive 

pandemic response and messaging. The group was called òThe Cooperatorsó and was 

made up from a partnership between Ashland and Bayfield Counties, Red Cliff Tribe, 

Bad River Tribe, Memorial Medical Center, and adding Iron County as well shortly 

thereafter. 

o Prepared for in-person voting for Spring Primary Elections. Curbside voting encouraged 

and promoted across the County and State of Wisconsin. Extra training offered by 

County personnel to keep poll workers safe on voting day. 

o April 17, 2020, the first death from COVID-19 was reported of a Bayfield County 

resident. 

o By the end of April, Bayfield County had 5 probable or confirmed cases of COVID-19. 

 

May ð June 
 

¶ May 3, 2020, the Office of the Governor announced 

additional COVID-19 testing events would be held in 

northern Wisconsin through a partnership between the 

State Emergency Operations Center, Wisconsin Department 

of Health Services, Emergency Management, Wisconsin 

National Guard, and local health departments. 

¶ May 11, 2020, òInterim Order to Turn the Dialó was issued 

allowing additional businesses to open, including drive-in 

movie theaters and in-person retail with private entrances.  

¶ May 13, 2020, The Wisconsin State Supreme 

Court overturned Wisconsinõs òSafer At Home Order,ó 

originally issued in March. The Court allowed Emergency 

Order #28 to remain valid as to school closings for the 

2019-2020 school year, which meant that while businesses 

could re-open, schools would remain closed. 
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¶ May 19, 2020, the Bayfield County Board of Supervisors extended the countywide 

COVID-19 Emergency Declaration for the duration of the emergency and until the 

federal state of emergency related to COVID-19 is ended. 

¶ May 2020, counties across Wisconsin issued their own safer-at-home orders; some 

counties later rescinded them when challenged.  

¶ May ð June, as businesses reopened, owners and operators were encouraged to read 

and review the Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation (WEDC) guidelines to 

safely reopen. 

 

 
o òTravel Saferó advisory was issued as businesses 

began to reopen - encouraging people to exercise 

caution when traveling to reduce the spread of 

COVID-19. 

o In May 2020, BCHD staff began assisting the 

Wisconsin National Guard with free COVID-19 

testing at community sites across northern 

Wisconsin including: 

o Drummond, Cable, Solon Springs, Iron River 

and Washburn 

o An on-call schedule was developed for evenings, 

weekends and holidays to assign staffing long-term 

and avoid staff burnout and fatigue. 

o The increasing daily influx of phone calls from concerned citizens and community 

partners led to the development of a COVID-19 hotline.  

o BCHD staff continued to provide information, education and guidance for public, 

business owners/operators, and other stakeholders related to COVID-19. 

o Daily COVID-19 meetings for public health staff continued. 

o BCHD staff trained Red Cliff healthcare staff on contact tracing, disease investigation, 

and data entry into the Wisconsin Electronic Disease Surveillance System (WEDSS). 

o By the end of June, Bayfield County had 15 probable or confirmed cases of COVID-19. 

 

July ð August  
 

¶ July ð August, Wisconsin Department of Health Services 

directed all local health departments to increase staffing capacity 

to meet the demand for testing for COVID-19 as well as 

contact tracing efforts. 

¶ July 30, 2020, the Office of the Governor issued Executive 

Order #82 declared a public health emergency, which continued 

to impact the lives of Wisconsinites, and authorized the 

Wisconsin National Guard to assist in the response. 

¶ July 30, 2020, the Office of the Governor issued 

Emergency Order #1, requiring face coverings be worn in Wisconsin by all persons age 

five and older when indoors or in enclosed spaces when in public settings with 96 

percent of the population of Wisconsin experiencing high COVID-19 activity levels. 
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o During Summer 2020, cases continued to increase in Bayfield County. By the end of 

August, Bayfield County had 64 probable or confirmed cases of COVID-19. 
o Nursing staff became increasingly inundated with new positive COVID-19 cases, 

concerned citizens calling about possible exposures to a positive case, symptoms, and 

testing questions. Additionally, an increased amount of staff time was being spent 

responding to social media comments and questions. 

o Continued promotion and staffing of WING COVID-19 testing events in Bayfield 

County. Increasing demand on staff time after testing events due to the influx of 

hundreds of test results. 

o Public Health staff began assembling information on essential or frontline workers (ex. 

healthcare workers, law enforcement, fire fighters, emergency medical responders, etc.) 

and categorizing into tiers for Bayfield County to estimate how many vaccination doses 

would be needed when a COVID-19 vaccine was available. 

o Began the hiring process for additional staff for the public health response, including 

public health nurses and contact tracers. 

o The department continued to develop and revise the COVID-19 pandemic plan and 

local metrics. Staff worked on school-specific metrics to determine which activities 

should or should not occur based on COVID-19 disease activity level using a color-

coded system and developed flow sheets for school personnel to use. 

o Increased collaboration with the Northwestern Wisconsin 

Health Emergency Readiness Coalition (HERC) holding 

frequent meetings with regional COVID-19 updates, 

regional metrics, and updates from Skilled Nursing Facilities 

(SNFs) and hospitals. 

o In August, additional support and time was needed to 

respond to the growing number of questions and complaints 

surrounding face mask use (or lack of).  

o Schools began requesting information surrounding sports 

and general reopening plans for Fall 2020. 

o Staff continued to participate in trainings for WEDSS 

updates and to learn new programming for contact tracing, 

disease investigations and outbreaks. 
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o July 13, 2020, BCHD Health Officer issued an emergency advisory with Ashland County 

Public Health strongly urging residents to wear a face covering or mask when indoors 

or in an enclosed area with non-household family or friends. 

o July 17, 2020, BCHD Health Officer issued an emergency advisory with Ashland County 

Public Health strongly discouraging any large events or gatherings over 250 people or 

more. 

 

September ð October  
 

¶ September 22, 2020, the Office of the Governor extended the public health state of 

emergency in Wisconsin by issuing Executive Order #90. 

¶ September 22, 2020, the Office of the Governor issued Emergency Order #1, 

requiring face coverings be worn in Wisconsin by all persons age five and older when 

indoors or in enclosed spaces when in public settings as a result of an influx of new 

positive COVID-19 cases with schools and 

universities back in session. 

¶ October 2020, the first patients arrived at the 

Alternative Care Facility established at the 

Wisconsin State Fairgrounds in West Allis as 

hospitals experience a surge in COVID-19 cases. 
 

 

o Early Fall 2020, Bayfield County experienced an 

accelerated growth in new cases of COVID-19. 

BCHD received 318 new cases between 

September 1st and October 31st. By the end of 

October, Bayfield County had 386 probable or 

confirmed cases of COVID-19. 

o September 4, 2020, BCHD Health Officer renewed 

a public health order regarding a countywide 

restriction on public gatherings due to the influx in 

new cases and disease outbreaks from COVID-19. 

o September 28, 2020, BCHD Health Officer issued a 

public health order regarding a countywide 

restriction on interscholastic competitions to prevent the spread of COVID-19 in 

Bayfield County. 

o Flu clinics began in October 2020 across the County. Due to concerns about spread of 

illness ð and in anticipation of upcoming COVID-19 vaccination clinics ð the flu vaccine 

clinics were held in a drive-thru capacity at local fire halls. BCHD staff promoted flu 

clinics to reduce the spread of infectious respiratory illnesses during the COVID 

pandemic and reduce the burden on hospitals and their surge capacity. 

o The first COVID-19 outbreak at a local nursing home was reported. 

o By the end of September, all public health staff were becoming involved in the pandemic 

response apart from their normally assigned duties. 

o Rapid onboarding and training of new public health staff to assist in the pandemic 

response.  
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o BCHD responded to several COVID-19 outbreaks that rapidly occurred between the 

middle of September and end of October. 

o The number of COVID-19 related deaths in Wisconsin and Bayfield County continued 

to rise. 

 

November ð December  
 

¶ November 10, 2020, the Office of the Governor issued Executive Order #94 asking 

every Wisconsin resident to protect their family, friends and neighbors from COVID-19 

by staying home as much as possible, reducing unnecessary travel, working remotely, if 

possible, physical distancing from non-family members, and by wearing a mask. 

¶ November 20, 2020, the Office of the Governor issued Emergency Order #1 

requiring face coverings be worn by all persons in Wisconsin age five and older when 

indoors or in enclosed spaces to reduce community spread of COVID-19 while 

Wisconsin hospitals were reaching maximum bed capacity. 

¶ December 11, 2020 , the first COVID vaccine, Pfizer-BioNTech COVID-19 vaccine, 

received emergency use authorization in the United States for persons ages 16 and 

older. 

¶ December 1 8, 2020, the second COVID vaccine, manufactured by Moderna, received 

emergency use authorization in the United States for persons ages 18 and older. 

¶ December 2020, the State of Wisconsin began vaccinating Tier1a persons against 

COVID-19.  

 

 

o Between the end of October through the 

end of December, 18 more Bayfield County 

residents died as a result of illness with 

COVID-19. 

o Increased communication and partnership 

with Coronerõs Office as a result of increasing 

morbidity in COVID-19 cases.  

o Increased exposures among staff, first 

responders, healthcare workers and 

widespread community transmission of 

COVID-19 by the beginning of November. 

o By November, BCHD staff time was 

increasingly involved in connecting patients to 

COVID-19 testing sites based on exposures, symptoms, and other risk factors. 

o Non-nursing staff were assisting with disease investigations and contact tracing due to 

the overwhelming surge of new positive COVID-19 cases. 

o BCHD applied with Wisconsin Department of Health Services to be a Phase1A COVID-

19 vaccinator.  

o Key public health staff quickly pivoted to complete the required trainings and webinars 

to prepare for vaccination clinics, storage of vaccine and delivery.  


